6                      EDITOR'S PREFACE.

I. THE INCEPTION OF THE POEM.

Scott has given a minute account of his beginnings as a poet,
and of the boyish tastes, influences, and accidents that gradually
led him on to the composition of the 'Lay.' The story is told
with his customary frankness, humour, and absence of preten-
sion in an Essay on Imitations of the Ancient Ballad, and an
Introduction to the Lay of the Last Minstrel^ both written in the
spring of 1830 for a new edition of his works. Additional
details are given in the fragment of autobiography printed at
the beginning of Lockhart's ' Life,' The opening chapters of
1 Waverley' may also be read to get an idea of Scott's boyhood;
the account of Edward Waverley's education and his romantic
aspirations is indirectly autobiographic, an idealised reflection
of the novelist's own youth. We shall see that even Scottfs
direct autobiography was coloured by his literary habits and
tastes, but I will state first what he tells us about himself, with
any comment or amplification that may occur.

Scott definitely ascribes the awakening of his poetical ambition
to a chance meeting with ' Monk' Lewis. 'Finding Lewis/ he
says,f in possession of so much reputation, and conceiving that
if I fell behind him in poetical powers, I considerably exceeded
him in general information, I suddenly took it into my head to
attempt the style of poetry by which he had raised himself to
fame.'

This was in 1795 or 1796, when Scott was a young man of
twenty-four, recently admitted to the Scottish Bar, and not
taking very kindly to the profession, although his father was a
Writer to the Signet, or solicitor. Up to that time, apart from
school exercises in verse, and {the usual tribute to a mistress's
eyebrow,' he had not, he says, 'indulged the wish to couple so
much as love and dove? But long before this he had been a
devouring reader of poetry and fiction, and especially of ballads
and romances. Among lovers of poetry throughout Great Britain
a general interest in old ballads had been awakened by the
publication of Percy's cReliques of Ancient Poetry' in 1765.
The ballad was in fashion when Scott was a boy, and nowhere
more in fashion than in his native town of Edinburgh, where
collection after collection of old and new was published, and